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CATHOLIC SOCIAL DOCTRINE AS PANACEA
FOR A JUST AND EGALITARIAN AFRICAN
SOCIETY WITH FOCUS ON NIGERIA

Patrick U. Nwosu
Department of Religions,
Faculty of Arts, University of llorin, llorin, Nigeria.

Introduction

The reality of a society ordained by God is believed to
inculcate the spirit by which the citizens of nations are to be
animated in relation to God and to others. It brings about
norms or procedures that are integral to culture, as transmitted
in customs and traditions. But it has become clear that strange
tension engulfs the contemporary society in general and
Africa in particular.

Just like other continents, Africa is passing through
difficult political, economic and social times. As noted by
Pope Benedict XVI, during his recent apostolic visit to
Africa,' certain values of the traditional society have been
overturned. Relationships between different generations have
evolved in a way that no longer favours the transmission of
accumulated knowledge and inherited wisdom. The quality of
facilities is deeply affected by this. Uprooted and fragile
members of the younger generation, who often are without
gainful jobs, seek to cure their pain by living in ephemeral
and man-made paradises’. Indeed, social Jjustice is grossly
abused and human dignity is rapidly eluding the African
society of the 21* century amidst corrupt leadership in many
countries. For example, in Nigeria, the mere sickness of the
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former president of the country, Musa Shehu Yar’® Adua,
almost paralyzed the country creating a leadership vacuum’.
“African people are now too constrained to flee from
themselves and abandon everything that once made up their
interior richness”.*

The thrust of this paper is, therefore to examine the
concept of Roman Catholic social doctrine and see how the
knowledge of it by the Christians in Africa generally and
Nigeria in particular, can enhance the emergence of a just and
progressive society. The approach of the paper is historical
and analytical. The paper intends to x-tray the history,
development and the Biblical basis of the body of teachings
on social, economic, political and ecological matters. From

these perspectives, we shall draw the implication and

responsibilities with which the church is saddled in the 21*
century, with the Nigerian situation as a focus.

The History and Development of the Catholic Social
Doctrine ;

The Roman Catholic tradition of bringing faith to bear
on social issues classically started with Leo XIII who reigned
as pope from 1879 to 1903.° By the end of the nineteenth
century, during the reign of Leo XIII, the Industrial
Revolution was in high gear, churning out technological
inventions such as electric power, the gasoline engine, the
automobile, and the telegraph. From the perception of the
rich, the world was working and improving. The idea of
progress fueled a spirit of liberal optimism. The working
class, however, was excluded from all this progress, facing
miserable working conditions and wages that were inadequate
for the needs of family and disproportionate to the profits of
employers. The Roman Catholic Church saw itself as a
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bulwark of order and authority under threat from the forces of
liberalism and revolutionary chaos.®

At the beginning of his papacy, Leo XIII gave the
Vatican’s stamp of approval to Thomas Aquinas’ (1225 -
1274) system of ethics. The ethical theory was based on
natural law which basically means that reason can
comprehend what God expected us to do. The rationalism
predicated on absolute moral principles provided the
intellectual foundation for a catholic critique of both laissez-
faire capitalism and collectivist socialism’. In his land mark
encyclical, The Condition of Labour (1891). Leo XIII
categorically defended the right to private property as a way
forward for the working class. He also insisted on the social
responsibilities attached to possessing capital, namely the
duty to pay workers just wages. The papal teaching centered
on capitalism, modernity and socialism.

As a result, the Catholic Church, through her social
doctrine established fundamental ties with the socio-political
world. Thus, the Catholic Church earned a guaranteed place in
the social order as the arbiter of right and wrong.®

Major Documents on Catholic Social Doctrine included

the following:

Year Author Title

1891 Leo XIII The Condition of Labour

1931 Pius XI - After Forty Years

1961 John XXIII _Christianity and Social Progress
1963 John XXIII _ Peace on Earth ,
1967 Paul VI On the Development of People
1971 ~Paul VI A Call to Action
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1975 Paul VI Evangelization in the Modern
) World

1981 John Paul II _ On Human Work

1987 John Paul Il On Social Concern

1991 John Paul II  On the Hundredth Anniversary

2005 Benedict XVI On Christian Love

2009 Benedict XVI Charity in Truth

Biblical Basis of the Social Doctrine

Good Christians have always turned to the Bible as the
magna charter for their guiding principle and teachings. In so
doing, the rich resources of the sacred scripture become
blueprints for missionary activities in and for the
establishment of a just society. This section of this study is an
attempt to capture the impact of that testimony in the light of
Catholic social doctrine.

The classical prophets record various passages in
which they condemn social injustice in very clear and
passionate terms. In Isaiah 3:14 one reads about how God is
complaining against public leaders who oppress the poor and
the larger society:

The Lord enters into judgment with the elders and
princes of his people, it is you who have devoured
the vineyard, the spoil of the poor is in your
houses.

Paésages like this received attention at the inception of
social and political consciousness in scriptural studies,
lending Biblical foundations to the Catholic social doctrine. In
this context, there are many works dealing with the relevance
of the prophets to social questions’. The prophets were never
tired of speaking against Israel’s errant conscience and the
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social implications of the Pentateuch. The code notably
prohibited corrupt leadership and violation of human rights.

All the above are aimed at promoting justice, relieving
social stress, as well as enthroning human values which Israel
had known in the nomadic era. One practice that particularly
irked the prophets of social justice was the accumulation of
property by wealthy individuals. Added to this, was undue
increase in political power. It was against the immoral socio-
political rascality that the prophets protested eloquently. In the
words of Amos:

They sell the righteous for silver, and the needy
for a pair of shoes, they trample the head of the
poor into the dust of the earth, and turn aside the
way of the afflicted (Amos 2:6fY).

Prophet Isaiah strongly condemned those who
increased their wealth unlawfully and those who denied the
poor basic amenities (Is. 5:8).

Suffice it to note that the Biblical social prophets
decried all manners of injustice, corrupt leaderships, and all
forms of evil in their society, thereby laying the foundation of
social doctrine. Inspired by this foundation, apparently, the
Catholic social doctrine now places the political and social
progress under the moral order ordained by God.

Roman Catholic Social Doctrine

According to Henriot, et al., the Roman Catholic
social doctrine expresses commitment to a faith that does
justice'”. It is a well articulated guideline that accepts the fact
that “a living faith leads directly to a loving action in the
transformation of the world”''. Within this context, Roman
Catholic social doctrine consists largely of truths for social
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action fabricated through reading the signs of the times. It
may also evolve from a people who, passing through
particular experience, work out their social and political truth
by allowing their experience to guide their analysis and
perception of God'’. This is the case because the Roman
Catholic Church sees socio-political relationships and
responsibilities as that which stem from a covenant with God.
Since it stems from a covenant with God, it develops and
undergoes modification, touching new ages, and new
problems. -

The Roman Catholic social doctrine has about six
basic facets. First, the caveat of the teaching is the dignity of
the human person. The dignity of the human person here is
rooted in the image and likeness of God in each human person
regardless of religion or culture. In this regard Burghardt

writes that, “From that unique dignity flows significant rights.

Not only the right to life but related rights necessary for each
one’s integral development as a person™".

Second, human beings have not only rights but
responsibilities as well. Catholic social doctrine insistently
pairs rights and responsibilities. This is particularly so
because, most times, people’s clamor for human rights
threatens and pushes responsibilities to the background.
Third, the Roman Catholic social doctrine maintains that the
soul of the community is the family. The teaching insists that
the family deserves special protection, especially in a culture
where the traditional family structure is threatened by
modernism and extreme secularism.

Furthermore, Catholic social doctrine makes a
preferential option for the disadvantaged, the poor and the
forgotten. This is inspired by Psalm 72 and it is what God
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demands from political leaders at all times.

Fifth, is solidarity. For, as Edward Arroyo has
succinctly phrased it, “if interdependence is an accurate
description of our modern world, then solidarity is the
appropriate Christian response to this reality.”"* Thus,
Catholic social doctrine challenges people to overcome
barriers of race and religion, of ethnicity and gender, of
economic status and nationality.

The sixth principle of Catholic social doctrine is care
for nonhuman creation. This derives from the fact that
creation cannot be separated from redemption. To recognize
this fact, Catholic social doctrine as well witnesses to
ecological awareness. Thus, there are Catholic ecologists like
Thomas Berry, who have argued that if we lose the
environment, we lose God."?

In the light of the above, Catholic social doctrine
refers to the documents issued by those who hold official
teaching positions in the Roman Catholic Church, that is, by
the bishops and the pope. The documents are spirit-guided
with varying degrees of significance to every society,
particularly the Nigerian society.

People in general face the challenge of adjusting to
new ideas and popular participation in the affairs of politics,
economics, and other social realities. And the Catholic
Church in particular would always choose to assert the
necessity for order and hierarchy backed by a divinely
constituted authority with the ability to announce and enforce
the demands of God and nature. Thus, this interplay between
nation-state and the church provides the basic platform for the
emergence of Catholic social doctrine. As O’Brien and
Shannon observed,
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what held society together and gave it ethical
discipline and coherence was a theory of social
obligation that sprang from the very nature of
society and was related to a hierarchical universe
presided over by God. Social obligations thus
took priority over individual desires and wants.'®

That observation is justified by the fact that an organic
social theory, supported by emerging ideas of natural law,
provided a strong foundation for the specification, by the
church, of rules governing social and economic activities
oriented toward the efficient and equitable sharing of scarce
resources. Catholic social doctrine, as in all other Christian
teachings, “begins with the person and message of Jesus”.'’
Jesus, not being a political or economic messiah, proclaimed
the Kingdom of God and is believed to have saved people

from corruption and sin through the shedding of his blood.

Contextualization and Implication

In the Nigerian society today, the conception of
progress and improvement is remarkably similar to that of the
Industrial Revolution. There is the uncontrollable urge to
become big. Nigerians want big cars, big buildings,
chieftaincy titles, numerous awards, and chains of businesses
especially in the oil and gas sector. This negative pull of the
culture of the Nigerian society today is turning human beings
into cogs and commodities. The result is the loss of personal
dignity and community sensitivity culminating in depraved
behaviours'® like child labour, kidnapping, ritual killing,
prostitution and so on. Thus, the prevailing economic,
political and social dispositions in the contemporary Nigerian
society have lost every sense of spiritual discipline. Within
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this context, Catholic social doctrine castigates and denounces
structures of injustice, gaping inequality and gross human
right abuses that characterize much of the Nigerian population
today. '

Furthermore, Nigeria and Nigerians are actively part
of the movement for democracy that would guarantee trust in
various institutions in the country. Recently, Nigeria
witnessed the emergence of the civil society called “Save
Nigeria Group.” The remote cause of its emergence can be
traced to the incessant police brutality, illegal killings, the
collapse of trust in the judiciary, the rise of criminal gangs
and the spread of violence and insecurity in the land and the
increase in corruption.'” As laudable as the struggle for a just
and egalitarian society may be, the Roman Catholic social
doctrine insists that rights go with responsibilities. In fact,
Benedict XVI argues that work for a progressive society is a
major obligation of every citizen of a country. In this regard,
it becomes evident that a lot of problems Nigeria still faces
are related to the inability of most Nigerians to take
responsibilities especially in their immediate environment.

For example, in most parts of the country, flood and
refuse dumps threaten people because they do not obey basic
environmental rules. Some houses are built without approval
from the appropriate authorities and people throw refuse
inside drainages thereby blocking them. In the light of the
Catholic social doctrine, each person has the responsibility to
love the nation, to love one another and cherish the
environment.

Again, in Nigeria, as in most other parts of Africa the
issues of bride-money, expensive wedding, contraception,
abortion and pornography impact negatively on the family
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institution which the Catholic social doctrine describes as the
soul of the community. In this light, Isiramen rightly observes
that,
sexually explicit magazines are openly displayed
on the shelves or stores and pornographic films
are consumed by both old and young. Companies’
internal policies and practices hardly take into
consideration the family and the community.*

In consequence, the Catholic social doctrine is a
reminder that the family deserves special protection,
particularly in a society like Nigeria where leaders
misappropriate public wealth and oppress the younger ones
with their flashy lifestyle. Through the teaching there would
be greater awareness of the need to uphold the fundamental
principles of the family institution predicated on the rights of
the unborn, of children, of the aging and so on. .

The symptoms of total neglect of the poor and
disadvantaged, reflecting Nigeria’s naive political and social
systems, became yet a hopeless matter when thé media
reported cases of cholera spread in Bauchi, Borno, Lagos, and
Yobe States. Among other things, the media quoted Adamu
Isa, the State Coordinator of the World Health Organization
(WHO), as saying that,

the situation was worsened due to lack of Public
Héalth Laboratory (PHL) in the entire North East

. sub region for staining and to carry out culture
and sensitivity to ascertain whether or not it is
gastro-enteritis or cholera®'.

Christian commitment here requires a method or
framework to regularly examine structural systems that allow
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for social injustice and neglect of the powerless in the society.
The Catholic social doctrine has a significant weight in this
regard since it emanates from the teaching office of the pope.
The doctrine constantly emphasizes that justice is the virtue
central to social issues and an egalitarian society.

There is massive looting of Nigeria’s resources by a
small but active band of desperadoes in the corridor of power.
There is stealing in both upstream and downstream Nigerian
oil sectors. From the presidency to the legislature, down to the
public and private sectors, the story is the same. Corrupt
practices are everywhere. All the people involved are
adherents of either Islam, Christianity or Afrel (African
Religion) with little or no knowledge of the principles of
Catholic social doctrine. This is in line with the observation
by Peter Henriot et al., that, “the Church has a developed
body of teaching on social, economic, political, and cultural
matters and what that body says seems to have never been
known by a majority of the Roman Catholic
Communities..."*, Unfortunately, Catholic social doctrine
seems not to be among the issues that receive sustained
attention either in the secular or Catholic media. Thus,
Catholic social doctrine still remains outside the main stream
of ordinary Christian life.

About 40 per cent of political leaders in Nigeria
profess Christianity, yet the country’s resources are being
serially mismanaged to the detriment of the larger population.
The country is in a sorry state, with over 50 per cent of its
people uneducated; more than 50 per cent having no access to
water, electricity and other means of good livelihood.” Yet
the opening lines of “The Church in the Modern World” of
Vatican II states that without good leadership, we do not have
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true Gospel living. According to the document,
the joys and hopes, the sorrows and anxieties of
the women and men of this age, especially those
who are poor or in any way oppressed, these are
the joys and hopes, the sorrows and anxieties of
the followers of Christ.**

One would think it is the responsibility of the Church
in Africa, through various bishop conferences, to shout the
louder the Church’s social teaching in the face of today’s bad
governance and corrupt practices. The social consciougness
and concern in the Church, as regards the state of nations,
have to grow and expand the Catholic social doctrine in an

effort to spell out what it means to take up the “joys ?nd
. hopes” of the citizens of various countries of Africa,
particularly Nigeria.

In Nigeria, it would seem that the insincere approach
to governance has led to non-provision of the basic.need.s for
the people, and social services are provided in highly
unbalanced ways. The current federal legislature rework the
budget and shares billions of Naira into so-called
“constituency allocations”.** Sola Adeyeye, a Professor and
former Representative, has said that if Nigerians truly know
what legislators take away from the Assembly, they would
stone the legislators.*

The social doctrine of the Catholic Church as
contained in the papal encyclicals and other documents of the
Church implies that the Church in Africa must carry on the
fight against the ills of the contemporary society. I{l other
words, the Christians, especially in Nigeria must see it as an
urgent mission to preach and practice the principle:s of social
justice in line with the saving message of Jesus Ch_nst.

Catholic social doctrine as panacea JSor a justand . . . 79

Conclusion

From the foregoing, the ultimate reason why the
Church exists is the salvation of all people, regardless of
colour or language. Since this redemption is a gamble of the
earthly life, and it hinges not only on internal dispositions but
also on conformity with nations’ constitutions prescribed for
human relation, the Catholic Church in particular outlines
general principles that address what is morally wrong in
social institutions regardless of the people who are involved.
Here again, Gaudium et Spes re-echoes:

But it is always legitimate for the Church.... to
teach her social doctrine, and to discharge her
duty among men without hindrance. She also has
the right to pass moral judgment, even on matters
touching the political order, whenever basic
personal rights of the salvation of souls make such
judgment necesary.?’
In line with the scriptures and the apostolic tradition, the
Roman Catholic Church outlines principles of peace, justice,
politics, economic, culture and general concerns that could
help governments to aspire towards economic and social
Justice for all. This body of knowledge exists as noted earlier
and it is known as catholic social doctrine. However, the
knowledge and teaching of this doctrine remains an
inescapable pastoral responsibility of church leaders and
members. It is a challenge for Christians to know about it,
teach it and live it out. By so doing, the dream for economic
and social justice for all may be realized on earth.
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